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ABSTRACT
Reed, Kae Hashimoto. DMA. The University of Memphis. December, 2017. The
Compositional Process Behind The Song of Trees for Solo Marimba by Keiko Abe.
Major Professor: William Shaltis, DMA.
Solo marimba repertoire has grown significantly since the 1970s. As a result of this
expansion, there is no doubt that the marimba is regarded as a legitimate solo instrument.
One of the pioneers of the solo marimba is Keiko Abe. She developed solo literature and
performance skills, and improved the reputation of the marimba as a solo instrument. She
was also directly responsible for improvements to the design of the instrument itself. Ms.
Abe has been a well-known marimba player, educator, and composer for almost four
decades. Her music, life, and achievements are featured in many international media such
as Percussive Arts Notes, BBC Music, Concertgebouw Brugge, Ongaku No Tomo and so
on.
I am a native of Japan, currently working in the United States as a percussionist.
In August 2017, I traveled to Tokyo, Japan with the goal of contributing to the general
understanding of Ms. Abe’s music. I spent several hours in Keiko Abe’s home studio. Ms.
Abe gave me a private lesson, and answered quesions regarding her music and life.
The purpose of this lecture recital and research document is to prepare and
perform a piece entitled The Song of Trees and four other compositions by Ms. Abe. The
paper will briefly describe Keiko Abe’s biography, continuing into the research of The
Song of Trees. The research includes the study of connections between The Song of Trees
and some of Ms. Abe’s previous compositions, representing different points of her
compositional career. The pieces to be performed and discussed chosen at Ms. Abe’s
suggestion include: Michi, Memories of the Seashore, Wind across Mountains, Michi

v

Paraphrase, and The Song of Trees. The latter part of the research will be a performance
analysis of The Song of Trees, informed by the interview and private lesson with Ms. Abe.
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CHAPTER 1
KEIKO ABE, THE MARIMBA PIONEER
Ms. Keiko Abe was born in 1937 in Tokyo, Japan. She started playing the
xylophone when she was ten years old and by fourteen years old was performing in radio
broadcast programs as a professional musician.1 She began playing the marimba and
developing her marimba performance technique in the early 1950s. She developed the
musical foundations of improvisational technique, composition, and music theory under
her music teacher during her time as a high school student. She released solo albums in
1960, 1963, and 1964.2 Ms. Abe formed a marimba trio “Xebec” when she was in
graduate school, and released albums consistently each year from 1962 to 1967.3
However, the repertoire of these early albums mostly consisted of transcribed and
arranged classical music, folk music, and popular songs.
In 1962, Ms. Abe and her marimba colleagues formed a group for the specific
purpose of commissioning and performing new marimba music.4 The “Tokyo Marimba
Group” was successful in commissioning much of the standard early marimba repertoire
including Suite for Marimba: Conversation (1962) and Torse III (1968) by Akira
Miyoshi. The group had two cutting-edge concerts, but they had to end their activity as a
group because of financial struggles. After the group disbanded, Ms. Abe started her
career as a marimba soloist.

1

Rebecca Kite, Keiko Abe: a virtuosic life: her musical career and the evolution of the concert marimba
(Leesburg: GP Percussion, 2007), 18.
2

Kite, 33-35.

3

Kite, 37-40.

4

Kite, 43.

1

Abe’s first solo classical marimba recital was held in October of 1968.5 The
program of the recital included Toshimitsu Tanaka’s Two Movements (1965) and Minoru
Miki’s Time for Marimba (1968). Both pieces were commissioned by Ms. Abe and are
still a part of the standard repertoire. Her ceaseless activity as a solo marimbist
successfully drew the attention of young Japanese composers to the instrument. As a
consequence, she was able to give two more solo recitals in 1969 and 1971 featuring
these newly commissioned works. 6
Meanwhile, Ms. Abe started a project with Yamaha—Japan’s leading music
instrument manufacturer—to build a brand new marimba that fit her artistic
specifications.7 Her goal was for the marimba to be recognized as a solo instrument,
recognized on par with the piano and violin.8 The first Yamaha four-octave marimba (the
YM-4000) was built in 1971,9 followed by the four-and-one-half-octave Yamaha
marimba (the YM-5000) in 1973.10 In 1977, at the age of forty, her career as an
international marimba soloist began. Her first international appearances were for the
Japan Society in New York City and the Percussive Arts Society’s International
Convention (PASIC ’77) in Knoxville, Tennessee.11 After years of experiments and

5

Kite, 57.

6

Kite, 59.

7

Kite, 64.

8

The Phoenix Hall, Interview with Keiko Abe, March 21, 2013, http://phoenixhall.jp/interview/
2013/03/21/215/.
9

Kite, 64.

10

Ibid.

11

Ibid.
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tryouts, the world’s first five-octave concert marimba (the YM-6000) was revealed and
premiered during her European tour in May of 1984, followed by her American tour in
the fall.12 Today, Yamaha is still one of the leading marimba makers in the world. Ms.
Abe is the executive adviser of new marimba projects for the company.
Her eagerness towards the development of the marimba as a solo instrument has
never diminished. She reinforced her commission projects to build up a serious solo
marimba repertoire. She and her husband worked to set the instrument free from the
stereotype that it should be used as an “instrument for popular music.” Abe held a solo
marimba recital and entered a recording of that performance in the “Classical Instrument”
category in the annual Japan Fine Arts Festival in 1968, that year commemorating the
Meiji Centennial.13 She was awarded the Prize for Excellence and the news was
sensational. She cultivated the instrument among both composers and audiences. After
several years, she changed her commission purpose from “original solo repertoire for
marimba” to “solo repertoire which should appeal to the general audience”14 and “touch
their hearts.”15 Marimba Spiritual (1984) by Minoru Miki was one of the pieces
composed under this new policy. This multifaceted piece emphasizes the sonorous lower
register, lyrical phrases, and airy sounds of the marimba and metallic percussion
instruments. Near the end of the first half of the piece, a single pitch, D, is repeated in
strong, consecutive strokes, possibly evoking the use of Taiko drums in a traditional

12

Kite, 94.

13

Kite, 55.

14

Kite, 89.

15

Patrick James Rheingruber, An exploration of Japanese percussion composers through performance and
analysis, Charleston, May, 2011, http://www.pas.org/docs/default-source/thesisdissertations/Rheingruber__An_exploration_of_Japanese_percussion_composers_through_performance_and_analysis.pdf?sfvrsn=4.

3

Shinto religious ceremony. The second half is very contrasting from the first half,
utilizing a fast tempo with festival Taiko drumming and catchy melodies taken from
Japanese folk-festival motives. The instrumentation—solo marimba and percussion
trio—was a new combination. Moreover, the instrumentation of the percussion
instruments is not specified. There is some guidance regarding choice of instruments, but
it is left up to the performers. This presented performance possibilities for some
ensembles with limitations in their facilities, especially in foreign countries. Marimba
Spiritual became one of the most frequently performed and recorded marimba works in
history.16
Ms. Abe’s influence on the development of the marimba as a solo instrument is
easily understood by examining her achievements. The number of her commissioned
works is now beyond a hundred fifty pieces. Ms. Abe has more than sixty compositions
published in her oeuvre. She has performed at more than forty music festivals
internationally, and taught more than eighty master classes in conservatories and colleges
around the world. More than twenty recorded media titles have been sold.17 She is the
first female and first Asian percussionist inducted into the Percussive Arts Hall of Fame,
in 1993.18 At the time of this writing, at age eighty, she is active as a musician, composer,
educator, and performer. There is no doubt that Ms. Keiko Abe is one of the world’s most
important pioneers of the solo marimba.

16

Rheingruber.

17

Xebec Music Publishing Co. Keiko Abe Profile, http://www.keiko-abe.com/index.html, accessed
September 25, 2017.
18

Kite, 104.

4

CHAPTER 2
COMMISSION OF THE SONG OF TREES
In October 2016, Dr. Brian Zator, the president of the Percussive Arts Society,
and Dr. Baljinder Sekhon, II of the Global Premiere Consortium Commissioning Projects
launched the “Keiko Abe/Percussive Arts Society (PAS) Project.”1 The purpose of the
project was a new composition by Ms. Abe, but this also coincided with Abe’s eightieth
birthday in 2017. Twenty-three chapters within the US, eight PAS international chapters
and seven individual supporters joined the commission.2 The Song of Trees for Solo
Marimba was premiered by Dr. Zator at Rhythm! Discovery Center in Indianapolis on
January 14, 2017. Due to the fact that this project was a consortium commission, there
are rules regarding early performances found at the end of the hard copy of the score:
“The Chapters have exclusive performance rights until August 31, 2017 and individuals
have exclusive performance rights from September 1, 2017-December 31, 2017.” I joined
the consortium project as the president of the Arkansas Chapter of PAS, and also as an
individual supporter, so that I would have access to the music to perform and study. I
performed the Arkansas premier at the PAS Arkansas Day of Percussion on May 7, 2017
at the University of Arkansas–Fort Smith.
On the afternoon of August 9, 2017, I traveled to Tokyo, Japan to take a private
lesson and conduct an interview with Ms. Abe. Ms. Abe welcomed me and my family
into her home studio, and served us cold Japanese tea and snacks to help us settle in after
twenty minutes of walking from the nearest train station.

1

Grobal Premiere Consortium Commissioning Project, October, 2016, http://www.globalpremiere.org/abe/.

2

Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees (Tokyo: Xebec Music Publishing Co.), 2017.
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CHAPTER 3
THE SONG OF TREES

樹⽊の詩

The Song of Trees for Solo Marimba was written for the 5octave marimba. The
duration of the piece is approximately 6 minutes and 20 seconds, according to the
composer.1 The piece consists of eight sections. Each section contains distinctive musical
directions such as tempo markings, impression terms, tempo, or mood changes. (Figure
3.1)
Section
number

Impression Term Tempo Marking

Measure
numbers

Length of the
section (mm.)

1

Dolcemente

♩≒ 55

mm. 1-8

8

2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Con fuoco
Calmando
Cantabile
Espressivo
Grandioso

♩≒ 66
♩≒ 69
♪.≒184
♪.≒152
rubato
♪.≒184
♩≒ 84

mm. 9-22
mm. 23-38
mm. 39-59
mm. 60-85
mm. 86-110
mm. 111-133
mm. 134-138

14
16
21
26
25
23
5

Figure 3.1 Eight sections of The Song of Trees

The piece starts with a short introduction followed by the section containing the “Tree
Chord.”2

1

Abe, The Song of Trees.

2

Keiko Abe, Interview, by Kae Reed, August 9, 2017.

6

Figure 3.2 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, Tree Chord.

In the third section, the theme of the piece finally appears. The theme is simultaneously
performed with the motif of “Aged Tree.”3

Figure 3.3 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, Aged Tree motif.

The upper register notes sing the theme in the right hand. Beneath this, the dark and slow
“Aged Tree” motif is played by the left hand.

Figure 3.4 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, theme and Aged Tree motif.

The section develops and increases in volume and intensity then bursts into the first
transition (Section 4). Section 5 is a development of the “Aged Tree” motif. The motif
shifts into a vague, unclear style.

3

Abe, Interview.

7

Figure 3.5 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, developed motif.

There are rhythmical, technical, and interpretational challenges to performance. These
issues will be discussed later in this research. The rubato section (Section 6) is a
variation of the theme.

Figure 3.6 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, beginning of Section 6.

Bass notes sing the theme sonorously. The chromatic motion appearing in the upper
voices is derived from the “Aged Tree” motif. At the end of Section 6, the tempo
increases in intensity, followed by a breath mark (’).

8

Figure 3.7 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, comma in measure 110

The second transition leads to the dramatic, short but fruitful final section with full
resonance.
In the next few chapters, I will discuss the compositional background of The Song
of Trees and the technical, musical, and mental connections with Ms. Abe’s previous
works.

9

CHAPTER 4
LANGUAGE INTERPRETATION OF WORKS CITED
The Japanese title of the piece is 樹⽊の詩, pronounced “Jumoku no uta.” If it is
translated literally, without any consideration that this is a piece of music, the English
title would be “The Poem of Tree.” Why does the translation not match with the original?
We are required to know about the language and culture of Japan.
First, the kanji needs to be mentioned. Kanji is one of three different types of
Japanese alphabets.
Kanji is a system of symbols that represent words or ideas,
and that can have different meanings and pronunciations
depending on their context.1
To explore the background of the title and the piece, we also need to know about the
kanji formations:
1) Pictographs: “simple hieroglyphs that are rough sketches of
the things they represent.”2
2) Simple Ideographs: “suggest the meanings of abstract ideas,
such as numerals and directions.”3
3) Compound Ideographs: “consist of two or more elements
each of which contributes to the meaning of the whole.”4

1

Nihongo Master Inc., What Is Kanji? 17 January 2017, http://www.nihongomaster.com/blog/what-iskanji/.
2

Jack Halpern, Formation of Chinese Characters, July 20, 2001, http://www.kanji.org/kanji/japanese/
writing/outline.htm.
3

Halpern.

10

4) Phonetic-Ideographic: “characters consist of one element
that roughly expresses meaning (usually called the radical),
and another element that represents sound and often also
meaning.”5
There are six formations in the kanji study; however, we need to know four of them for
the purpose of this research.
The second character of the title “樹⽊の歌” is ⽊. This is a pictograph (1). It was
developed from a tree shape. The kanji’s meaning is literally “tree.”
The first character of the title is 樹. This contains the same meaning. However,
the formation of this kanji is the combination of 3) compound ideographs and 4)
phonetic-ideographic. The difference suggests the nuances of the “tree” characters are
different. To find the nuance of the character, we need to breakdown the composite
structure of the characters and study them. The character 樹 can be separated into three
parts vertically.

Figure 4.1 Breakdown of composite structure kanji of 樹

4

Halpern.

5

Ibid.

11

The left part represents that the whole kanji’s meaning is related to “tree.” This is
a kanji part, called a radical. A kanji with a radical usually belongs to either the formation
category of 3) Compound Ideographs or 4) Phonetic-Ideographic.
The right part is the formation 2) Simple Ideographs. This part is developed from
an abstract idea of “use left hand fingers to take a pulse of right hand.” When the right
part used as a single kanji, ⼨(sun), the meaning of this kanji represents a Japanese
traditional unit, pronounced sun (approximate 1 inch).
The middle part is particularly interesting. This part is not used as an individual
kanji, like the others. However, this is the formation 1) Pictographs. It developed from
the rough sketch of a drum. This used as part of an another kanji,⿎. ⿎ means “drum.”
This kanji is used for writing “Taiko Drum” in kanji, 太⿎.
Drums have held an important role in the life of Japanese people since ancient
times. For example, drumming accompanied a festival for good harvest, religious rituals,
and traditional performing arts.6 The kanji 樹 is a pictographic character of “playing drum
with hand near a tree,” symbolizes the human-nature relationship. Two characters 樹 and
⽊ connect and became a word. In general, the word 樹⽊ (jumoku) means tree or trees.
However, the word 樹⽊ becomes more meaningful than either 樹 or ⽊ in single use. As
Ms. Keiko describes, “樹⽊ means a big…magnificent tree.”7
The third character, の means “of.” It is a grammatical particle which connects
the words before and after it. The last character is 詩; it is pronounced shi in general use
and it means “a poem.” However, the kanji can expand its meaning occasionally. In this

6

Masanao Okajima, 漢字／漢和／語源辞典, https://okjiten.jp/kanji942.html, accessed September 26,
2017.
7

Abe, Interview.

12

character, it sometimes includes pronunciation and meaning of uta (song). Poetry and
musical art forms were very close to each other in ancient times. The composer
deliberately avoided using a kanji, 歌 (uta), which is generally used for a “song.” As Ms.
Abe said, “The Song of Trees is much more poetic than a song. That’s why I wrote the
Japanese title this way.”8
Some of these translational differences can be found in other works of Ms. Abe.
The Japanese title of Memories of the Seashore (1986) is 遥かな海. This Japanese title
can be translated “Ocean Far Away.” 9 Wind In the Bamboo Grove (1984) is ⽵林. The
Japanese title means, “Bamboo Grove.” There is no mention of wind in the Japanese title.
Voice Of Matsuri Drums (1992) is 祭の太⿎. It means “Drums of Matsuri (Festival).”
According to Kite, Japanese titles are “more evocative than the Western translation.”10
There is one related cultural background issue I can briefly mention here. In
Japanese culture, the concept of air is not only oxygen. The word kuki can be translated
into atmosphere, situation, vibe, mood, and so on. One Japanese custom related to the
word “air” is, 空気を読む (kuki wo yomu). It is literally translated as “read the air” in
English. This common saying means communication depends on nonverbal cues.11 This
saying is one of the examples of Japanese indirect culture.
Being direct is sometimes considered as impolite or rude. There is no
necessity to explain every single detail to a performer or listener in Japanese culture. For
example, there is a tendency in Japanese conversations to omit grammatical elements,

8

Abe, Interview.

9

Kite, 81.

10

Ibid.

11

Japanese Perspective, Reading the Air, April 13, 2017, http://www.japaneseperspective.com/reading-theair/.

13

such as subjects, adjectives, objects, or nouns. However, in many cases, the conversation
is still established without clarification of omitted information.
In a typical conversation between two people, sometimes the intent of the
conversation is clear without clarification of the topic. How is that possible? Both
participants in the conversation expect the other to anticipate the intended meaning by
“reading the air” without a need to say everything, so that the communication moves
smoothly.
Thus, Keiko Abe’s Japanese titles are a little looser than the English translations.
It depends on the performer or listener to determine what they feel from the title of a
piece and music.
One Tree or More Trees
I had a couple of questions prior to the private lesson with Ms. Abe regarding the
word “tree.” Did the image of the tree come from the composer’s actual life experiences?
Her answer was no. She explained that her view was totally her imagination. The second
question regarded the number of the trees. The Japanese title and the English one caused
interpretational differences during my preparation of the piece. The Japanese title
suggests singular. On the other hand, the English title is plural “trees.”
私の中にある樹⽊っていうのは⼤地に根をはって、そし
て太く逞しく、何年も歴史を⾒て、時代を超えた、そう
いう樹⽊ですね。

14

(The tree is from my imagination- it’s sturdy, rooted deep into
the Earth, standing there for the generations of generations.)”12
…で⼀本の樹⽊なんだけれども、その樹⽊だって年とと
もに衰え、年とともに葉を落とし、年とともに枯れて、
そしてその根から新しい芽がでる。根からね。それの命
が変わっていく、それはもう⾃然の流れです。⽣きてい
るものの、その樹⽊で。⼀本なんだけれども、若い芽が
そこから出るということを思えば、樹⽊のたくさん。
(As a single tree. In the life of the tree, it drops its leaves when
the time comes, faded and withered, then growth comes from
deep inside of the root and it revives its life. That is the cycle
of nature. It’s the story of my imaginary tree. However, the tree
creates new generations. Those new trees go in the same path
as the magnificent tree [that’s why I choose plural in the
English Title].)13
As the composer describes, her concept of the tree is abstract. As mentioned
above, indirectness or being abstract is the esthetic of Japanese culture. The composer left
some space for the performers to be creative and imaginative to perform her music. This
is “evocative” as Kite said.

12

Abe, Interview.

13

Ibid.
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CHAPTER 5
Keiko Abe’s Previous Works and The Song of Trees
Ms. Keiko Abe has composed and published more than sixty works as of 2017.1 I
asked Ms. Abe what pieces would best represent her composition style and to comment
on the process evident in The Song of Trees. She brought up several titles without
hesitation. I organized the list in chronological order:
Michi (1978)
Variation on Japanese Children’s Songs (1982)
Wind in the Bamboo Grove (1984)
Memories of the Seashore (1986)
Wind across Mountains (1992)
Michi Paraphrase (2009)
As the titles show, Michi (1978) and Michi Paraphrase (2009) are strongly related.
Michi is one of the earliest works by Ms. Abe. The definition of the Japanese word, Michi,
has multiple meanings: a road, a path, a street, a route, a lane, a pass, a journey, a course,
a duty, truth and justice. In 1976, she completed her first international performance in the
United States. The piece reflects her transformation from a national to an internationally
recognized artist. Her journey was a major step forward in the development of the
marimba as a solo concert instrument.
Thirty-one years later, she wrote Michi Paraphrase. We are able to see the
evolution of Ms. Abe’s compositional techniques as a result of thirty-one years of activity
as an internationally renowned musician.

1

Xebec Music Publishing Co., Keiko Abe Profile, accessed September 25, 2017, http://www.keikoabe.com/index.html.
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The introduction of Michi Paraphrase changed drastically from the notated
improvisation found in the introduction of Michi.

Figure 5.1 Keiko Abe, Michi, Introduction.

Figure 5.2 Keiko Abe, Michi Paraphrase, Introduction.

Although there is no similarity between these two examples nor suggestion of
improvisation in Michi Paraphrase, this introduction in performance sounds like
improvisation, thanks to the notated accelerando. Another similarity is that both pieces
have a lengthened first measure. As Kite said in her book, “In an unusual use of notation,
the entire first half of the composition is included in one measure.”2 This applies to the
work composed three decades later. Both Michi works are started by the incredibly long,
extended first measure (5 pages for Michi. Michi Paraphrase’s shy of 2 pages). However,
compositional techniques used in the first measure of Michi Paraphrase are altered
significantly.

2

Kite, 214.
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There are other significant differences between the two pieces. Michi Paraphrase
contains metronome tempo markings throughout the piece, on the other hand, Michi’s
metronome tempo marking appears only in the beginning of the piece. There are many
more technical challenges in the Michi Paraphrase as well.
The sound of Michi is simple and straightforward, expressing solitude. This is a
view of the unseen future Ms. Abe was considering at the time. It was about going on the
road, where no one before had ever gone.
On the other hand, Michi Paraphrase sounds more nostalgic, narrative, emotional,
and explanatory. It is like her musical biography and memories of the path she was
walking alone. It is obvious that her compositional techniques matured in the thirty-one
years of her career. Michi Paraphrase contains a variety of compositional and notational
developments compared with Michi. She has more tools to tell her life story through the
music. Yet, she is still utilizing the old theme and melody in the new language.
Below are examples that display Ms. Abe’s compositional development. The top note of
both Michi and Michi Paraphrase plays the theme “A-B-C-B-A.” However, the left hand
pattern in Michi is a simple ostinato (A-D-E-F-E-D),

Figure 5.3 Keiko Abe, Michi, page 10, measure 4.
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whereas the ostinato in Michi Paraphrase’s is much more complicated. (A-E-A-G#A-FG-E-F-D-C-B).

Figure 5.4 Keiko Abe, Michi Paraphrase, page 9, measures 15-16.

Figure 5.5 Keiko Abe, Michi, page 7, measures 9-10.

Figure 5.6 Keiko Abe, Michi Paraphrase, page 4, measures 6-7.

Figure. 5.5 and 5.6 are equivalent according to the musical structures. However, the latter
is shortened in length, with wider intervals in the left hand and narrower intervals in the
19

right hand. There are two short clusters to end the section instead of a roll. Figure 5.6 is
almost a deconstructed version of Figure 5.5. We can also see that elimination of octave
and sixth interval is according to Ms. Abe’s discovery that the fourth and fifth rings better
on the marimba. The alteration of the roll in Figure 5.5 into the short notes in Figure 5.6
is caused by the marimba’s development. Quality of sound and resonance of the
instrument developed quite a bit in the three decades between the piece, so there is no
necessity to include rolls at the end of the section for dramatic effect. Two marcato notes
with fine quality instruments will be much more effective. And, it is a much different
musical gesture.
I found a strong connection between the two Michi works and discovered that
both pieces represent Ms. Abe’s life as a musician. The Song of Trees and the two Michis
are linked. The Song of Trees is also a story of life—life in nature. The tree is a metaphor
for a human life.
When I reached this idea, repertoire for the project lined up as below.
Michi (1978)
Memories of the Seashore (1986)
Wind across Mountains (1992)
Michi Paraphrase (2009)
The Song of Trees (2017)

The program is chronologically representative of Ms. Abe’s works from every decade.
Memories of the Seashore was chosen because she mentioned her compositional process
during the interview.
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私も⼤⾃然の中の⼀⼈の⼈間ね。やっぱり⼤⾃然の中に
⽣かされているでしょ、でも反対に殺されもしますけど
ね。その⼤⾃然の中に孤独で⾃分がいるっていったとき
にメロディーが浮かび、エネルギーが湧いてくるんです
ね、だからどうしても⾃然の曲が多くなるんだけれど。
不思議なことに孤独な時、寂しい時に曲ができるんです
ね。⼤⾃然の中で孤独でいる時に。例えば 「遥かな海」、
あれは本当に社会に絶望していた時に⼈間の⼈⽣なんて
⼀粒の砂と同じじゃないかと思って。なんで⼈間が競争
しあって戦って、勝ち取るとか。⾃然から⾒るとそうい
うことがこんなちっちゃな⽯と同じなのに。波はもう何
千年も昔から同じ。それを思った時⼼がすーっとしたん
ですね。そしたらそのメロディーが浮かんできたの。
(I am also a single human being that is part of nature. The great
nature offers us to live, but sometimes it kills us. When I am
standing alone in nature, that’s the time when a melody occurs
in my mind and energy of living fills me up. Therefore, many
of my compositions are related to nature. Curiously, my music
came to me when I felt lonely or sad in the great nature. For
example, Memories of the Seashore was composed when I was
extremely in despair of the world. “Why are humans always
competing with each other, fighting…” Then, I suddenly
realized that it should be very small, the thing was my
emotional troubles. It is like a single grain of sand compared to
the great nature. The ocean waves have continued their motions
for several thousands of years while human beings have
changed so much in many ways. When I reached this idea, my
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mind got clear. The melody of the Memories of the Seashore
flew into my mind.)3

Ms. Abe also said, “Please add Memories of the Seashore to your project for sure.”4 Wind
across Mountains is a nature-themed piece, also an example of Keiko’s compositional
techniques of painting nature with music.

3

Abe, Interview.

4

Ibid.
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CHAPTER 6
COMPOSITIONAL BACKGROUND OF THE SONG OF TREES
The eight sections found on page 8 will be discussed in terms of background ideas
and compositional techniques of the composer. The subtitles of the chapter are from Ms.
Abe’s comment, which represent the section and translation in English.

Section 1
森の中の平和な感じ

Peaceful air in the woods
Ms. Abe described this initial section as the subtitle above. Additionally, she
explained “at first, the beautiful and peaceful air comes from somewhere up high. It’s
slowly falling and landing calmly on the ground in the woods.”1 The “up high” is
metaphorical. Her hand gesture, singing voice, and anticipation suggested that the
definition of “up high” included distance.
There are similarities in the introduction for The Song of Trees and Wind across
Mountains (1992). The beautiful and peaceful air in the introduction of The Song of Trees
is the same idea of wind as in the introduction of Wind across Mountains, according to
Ms. Abe.2

1

Abe, Interview.

2

Ibid.
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Figure 6.1 Keiko Abe, Wind across Mountains, introduction.

Figure 6.2 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, introduction.

The first six measures of Figures 6.1 and 6.2 are composed with similar ideas with slight
differences in phrasing. The introduction of Wind across Mountains has sustained E5-E6
octave rolls in the right hand and suggests a single phrase throughout.
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The introduction of The Song of Trees can be divided into two phrases (3
measures and 5 measures). However, according to the slur, it is divided into three phrases.
(3 measures, 2 measures, then 3 measures). This is shorter phrasing than the introduction
of Wind across Mountains. Since the tempo marking is slow, the phrasing requires more
pauses to imitate vocal singing. This was confirmed when Ms. Abe sang the introduction.
A pattern of very soft single pitch rolls (in G5 at The Song Of Trees and in octave
of E5-E6 in Wind across Mountains) starts both pieces. The roll is followed by lower
voices one by one, gradually descending and expanding in size. The final phrase in the
both introductions depict that wind and air have arrived in the reachable distance of the
audience, then goes away by diminuendo. These compositional techniques of dynamics
and control of intensity bring the imagery of distance and perspective of nature.

Section 2
⼤⽊がここにある

The magnificent tree
The first chord of Section E2, B2, F3 and B3 represents a magnificent tree,
according to the composer. I named this the “Tree Chord,” Ms. Abe explained its
significance:
バーン！とミシファシ、あれはねその樹⽊のばーん！と
いうそれだけは最初にイメージして浮かんできたの。根
をはった樹⽊のことなんです。ですから全体として常に
そこに回帰する、戻るっていうものがあります。
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(The strong chord, ‘Baaaan! (Whaaaam!)’consisted of Mi, Ti,
Fa and Ti. That was the first material that came up in my mind
when I was offered this commission from Brian [Zator]. This is
my image of a sturdy, deeply rooted in the Earth, magnificent
tree. So, my image of the tree is a symbol of the providence of
great nature, everything returns there [to the tree].)3
それから（３２部⾳符をひく）、常にそれで戻るってい
うか、何があっても 、(弾く）常にここに戻るというそ
ういう意味の⾳なんですね。だから最初に森の中で美し
いあれが（弾く）これに、でも、戻って⾏くっていう。
(Then, whatever happens in nature, everything returns to this
tree. Like, whatever notes come in the music, the music always
returns to the “Tree Chord.” This is what I meant in this piece.
Therefore, the “Tree Chord” appears suddenly, although the
beautiful and peaceful air filled up the woods at the opening of
the music.)4
This loud, powerful, and symbolic chord, the “Tree Chord” became the core of
the composition. This chord reappears every one or two measures throughout this section.
Between the repeated “Tree Chords,” thirty-second notes and the sextuplets (measures 14
and 15) are played in the higher register of the instrument. These notes add dimensional
aspects of nature. The “Tree Chord” is a metaphor for the cycle of nature with the tree’s
mighty presence.5

3

Abe, Interview.

4

Ibid.

5

Ibid.
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Figure 6.3 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, measures 9-10.

The repetitive distant leaping is one of the remarkable effects of marimba
performance. Besides the visual impact of the player jumping left and right (according to
my measurement, the physical motion of the leaps are approximately 4 feet in each
direction), the distances of the pitches represent much deeper meanings. The leaps are a
metaphor for the responses of two different individuals. The two individuals are different
but still share a same root; in this case, nature and the magnificent tree.
This compositional technique of the repetitive distant leaping is used in several of
Ms. Abe’s other works— for example, in the opening of Ancient Vase (1986), it
represents the voices of the past and present.

Figure 6.4 Keiko Abe, Ancient Vase, introduction.

The pesante section of Wind across Mountains (1992) contains similar patterns. In this
case, the upper voice represents strong wind and the impacted chords are the mountains.
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Figure 6.5 Keiko Abe, Wind across Mountains, page 11, measures 1-2.

There is another example from the recapitulation section of the Itsuki Fantasy for
Six Mallets (1993). This example contains a similar pattern, but, it moves inverted. In the
lower register, the main theme of the piece (grouped notes with brackets) is borrowed
from a Japanese folk song entitled Itsuki no Komoriuta. The impacted chords are located
in higher part of the leaps; this is the opposite pattern from the other examples. The
melody line of the folk song is a Komriuta (meaning lullaby). There are many
Komoriutas in Japan, some of them a mother sang for her baby, some are sung by a
babysitter. 五⽊の⼦守唄 (Itsuki no Komoriuta) was the latter one, where a young girl
was sent away from her home to work at a wealthy house.6 The impacted chords
represent the silent yell of the yearning to go back home to her family.

Figure 6.6 Keiko Abe, Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets, page 35, measures 9-12.

6

世界の⺠謡・童謡, 五⽊の⼦守唄 歌詞の意味, http://www.worldfolksong.com/songbook/japan/
minyo/itsuki-komoriuta.htm, accessed September 25, 2017.
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The repeated leaps create visual impression of circular motion on the stage. This
represents the cycle of nature and life in The Song of Trees, a concept of time in Ancient
Vase, a scene of nature in Wind across Mountains, and emotional dynamics in Itsuki
Fantasy.
Section 3
⽊が衰えを感じ出す

The declination of the tree
ものすごい根を張っていた⼤きい⽊が、やがてだんだん
⽼いていって葉っぱを落として、次の命の肥やしになり、
次の命の芽を出していく
(The magnificent tree gets older and drops its leaves to survive.
The leaves and tree itself fertilize a next life.)
…やがて死に向かってだんだん衰えていくというか
(…like, fading to the eventual death.) 7

This is the first time the theme of the piece appears in the upper voice. The theme
begins with the four notes A-G-B-A (Figure 6.7). This is the motif modified and
recurring during the performance (i.e. Section 6 and Section 8).

Figure 6.7 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, theme, measures 23-26.

7

Abe, Interview.

29

The melody line is played with parallel fourths. Meanwhile, the left hand plays the motif
of the “Aged Tree,” which is chromatic motion of a parallel fifth.

Figure 6.8 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, left hand pattern, Aged Tree motifs, measures 23-26.

The use of intervals of the fourth and fifth is one of Keiko Abe’s characteristic
compositional techniques in The Song of Trees. The fourths and fifths appear either in
single use in a double-stop or juxtaposed in all four voices. The reason she utilizes
fourths and fifths persistently in her composition is “because it rings really well on the
marimba.”8 Interestingly, her discovery and frequent use of the fourths and fifths did not
happen in the earlier works. In Michi (1978), she used thirds, fourth, sixths, and octaves
more than the fifth. For example, the beginning of Risoluto mainly utilizes octaves and
thirds.

8

Abe, Interview.
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Figure 6.9 Keiko Abe, Michi, beginning of Risoluto section.

In Memories of the Seashore (1986), the fifths appear in the bass much more
frequently. The upper voices use primarily octaves, sixths, thirds, and seconds. There are
some fourths, but they are used only as passing notes.

Figure 6.10 Keiko Abe, Memories of the Seashore, page 10, measures 9-12.

31

In the Cantabile of the Wind across Mountains (1992), where the main theme first
appears, the melody in the upper staff is paired with thirds, while fifth are used for
accompaniment in the bottom staff.

Figure 6.11 Keiko Abe, Wind across Mountains, beginning of Cantabile section.

Yet the composer utilized the octaves and the third mainly in Wind across Mountains.
Regarding Michi Paraphrase (2009), she said her reason to pick the Michi theme
and paraphrase it was that “[when I composed this piece] I wanted to change the color.”9
Fourths and fifths are juxtaposed in the first phrase of the piece.

Figure 6.12 Keiko Abe, Michi Paraphrase, introduction.

The melody is later accompanied by a lowered fourth in the upper staff and a fourthfourth-fifth accompaniment in the bottom staff.

9

Abe, Interview.
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Figure 6.13 Keiko Abe, Michi Paraphrase, page 7, measures 9-12.

When did she discover that the interval of a fourth rings well on the marimba?
When did she start to utilize the fourth as one of her main compositional tools? There is
no clear answer to this because her compositional style gradually evolved over the course
of her performing career; there is not one specific moment pinpointing her transition to
the use of fourths and fifths as one of her compositional tools.
There is another piece of the composer that needs to be mentioned. Variations on
Japanese Children’s Songs (1982) is another internationally recognized solo piece of the
standard marimba repertoire. This piece remarkably uses the interval of the fourth. On
page 32, the first appearance of the theme played in fourths over an accompaniment.

Figure 6.14 Keiko Abe, Variations on Japanese Children's Songs, measures 9-10.

One of the rhythmic motifs of the piece, triple thirty-second notes, is also played in
fourths entirely, with a few exceptions.
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Figure 6.15 Keiko Abe, Variations on Japanese Children's Songs, page 35, measures 9-12.

This could be her experimental study of the fourth that would affect later compositions of
the composer.
Ms. Abe made some comments regarding intervals: “I also use octaves, but not a
lot [compared to the other intervals]; in my opinion, ninth, tenth… the intervals beyond
an octave is not marimba-personal. Those sound too open for the marimba. I’d rather use
the piano to play them…if you play a piece composed by Chopin with the marimba, the
piece will not be as artistic as played by the piano. Chopin’s music is suited for the
piano.”10
Ms. Abe’s describes her composition style as “マリンバ的 (marimbapersonal).”11 Her eagerness to express her emotions through the marimba is beyond the
western music theory or compositional logics. Therefore, she sometimes expresses a
hesitation at claiming herself as a composer.
Her composition process is very personal. Being physically and mentally alone in
her studio with her marimba, she begins by playing a few notes reflecting her emotion of
the moment, even when crying. The few notes develop an improvisational melody and it
becomes her composition. She writes these notes onto staff paper as a rough draft and her

10

Abe, Interview.

11

Ibid.
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assistant transcribes this later, making the piece readable and suitable for publication. For
Ms. Abe, the marimba is the instrument to express herself and “it [the marimba] never
tells me a lie…When I am sad, my marimba also expresses its sadness with me. When I
am merry, a happy phrase comes up from the marimba.”12
She also tells a funny story about her compositions. She called the “extra” notes
she adds into chords (which create great sonority of the marimba) “inappropriate” in the
way of music theory, are お邪魔⾍(nuisance bug). She smiled, “… so my music is full of
nuisance bugs.”13
Section 4
若い芽

Sprout of the young buds
This is the first transition in the piece. The composer explained that the section is
“like young buds sprout from the old root of the tree.”14 This section has fast and forceful
impressions like a young and lively youth. High-pitched consonances and dissonances
run around like nature full of energy. Most of the section is played in the highest register
of the marimba, notated in C5 range and raised an octave by 8va. The note B6 appears in
the crescendo and is played four times with accents in fff as a peak of the contour of the
section.

12

Abe, Interview.

13

Ibid.

14

Ibid.
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Figure 6.16 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, page 4, measures 1-6.

The note B6 is the second highest pitch of the standard five-octave marimbas. Also, this
is the highest note of The Song of Trees. It also makes clear sense of the musical peak of
contour besides the dynamics.
The lowest note of the standard five-octave marimba is C2. It is frequently used in
the previous section as a part of the “Aged Tree” motif. The composer’s idea is to express
youth with the highest pitch with the accents in the fastest passage in the piece, and the
lowest pitch with softer dynamics to express old. She carefully composed the piece
including all five octaves within the work.

Figure 6.17 Nancy Zeltsman, standard five-octave marimba range.15

15

Nancy Zeltsman, Memo to Composers: Brief Guidelines on Composing / Notation for Marimba, January
1989, http://www.nancyzeltsman.com/memo-to-composers.html.
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When she started working with Yamaha to create the five-octave marimba, her
demands of the sound of the instrument were “1. Deep, full-bodied resonance in the
lower registers. 2. Clear, bright, penetrating tones in the middle and high registers. 3.
Volume and carrying power sufficient to fill the largest auditorium.”16 With her
involvement in the birth of the five-octave marimba, she knows every characteristic of
the marimba and assigned the right pitch range for the right purpose.
The Song of Trees is written specifically for a five-octave marimba. The
composition Michi (1978) was composed prior to the birth of the five-octave marimba in
1984. Therefore, the lowest pitch of Michi is A2 and the highest pitch is B6, which is
same as The Song of Trees. Ms. Abe has always sought to use the full range of the
marimba for expression in her compositions.
Section 5
成⻑

Growing of young tree
The fifth section of The Song of Trees expresses impressions of the grown young
tree, the adolescent life, and the recognition of its identity. At first glance, the rhythmic
pattern and the tempo marking of the section might suggest the section is very agitated.

16

Kite, 262.
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Figure 6.18 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, beginning of the Section 6.

However, according to the composer, the entire section is played with unclear, quasi nonarticulated sounds. It’s like a variety of strokes run over the surface of an Impressionist
oil painting. The goal of this section is to perform what sounds almost like a written-out
improvisation, but still be able to hear the “Aged Tree” motif (half-step motions) in the
bottom of the sound swirl. The sound of obscurity represents unclearness of the
adolescent ages, the growth of identity, and presentiment of one’s own destiny in one’s
unconsciousness.
This section almost sounds like a “notated improvisation” of the opening and
ending of Michi.17 The bottom of the page in each section has the instructions:
*If the player wishes, he may improvise from the beginning to the * in the same
style and mode as what is written.18
*From here to the end the player may improvise in the same manner as the
beginning.19

17

Kite, 214.

18

Keiko Abe, Michi for Marimba (Indianapolis: Colla Voce Music, Inc., 2001), 2.

19

Ibid., 11.
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The composer explained this section containing the “Aged Tree” motif and the theme.
The theme is written in a different rhythmical style than in the previous section, but it
should be heard when it is performed. The technique to perform this section is unique,
and I will discuss this in a later chapter. She added, “this is the only the way I could write
my idea down into the staff notes with musical notation available today.”20
Wind across Mountains (1992) has similar imagery in the music. In the middle of
the piece, the music transforms into a lighter and more playful mood. Both hands play
repetitive rhythmic pattern with leaps, suggesting an image of pointillistic paintings.

Figure 6.19 Keiko Abe, Wind across Mountains, page 8, measure 1-5.

Section 6
夢があり、いろんなことがあり

Glorify the life
“ルバートはそこに夢があり、それで、その若いすごい勢いでそ

の⽊の⼈⽣を謳歌していくわけで、夢があり、いろんなことがあ
り、いろんなことが起こり。
(in the rubato section, there is a dream [of the young tree]. The young
tree enjoys its youth, glorify the life, happenings of the life events with
vigorous speed…)”21

20

Abe, Interview.

21

Abe, Interview.
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The characteristic of Section 6 is the variation of the theme, espressivo. The
lowest notes sing the theme and the highest pitches echo the theme–the figures derived
from A-G-B-A. This section is the story part of the mature tree’s life. The tree sings its
song expressively to praise its life.

Figure 6.20 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, beginning of the Section 6.

The half-step motions, the “Aged Tree” motif, now is much more obvious and denser
than the previous section. It represents the tree accepting its own fate.
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An interesting discovery is a direction of the angle created by the half-step
motions (“Aged Tree” motif). In the manifestation of the motif during Section 3, the
motion is longer, is more linear in style, and has a descending motion.

Figure 6.21 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, Aged Tree motifs in the Section 3.

The half-step motion in Sections 4 and 5 is repeated with two half-steps in back and forth
style. The angle of the motion in the Section 4 is flat and so is 5. However, the latter one
is more activated by frequent pitch changes.

Figure 6.22 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, Aged Tree motifs in the Section 4.

Figure 6.23 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, Aged Tree motifs in the Section 5.

In Section 6, the half-step motion completely transforms into an ascending shape with the
half-step motion (chromatically). The angle of the direction is now upwards. The
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direction is a metaphor for each life stage of the tree. From this point of view, Section 6 is
now the peak of the tree’s maturity.

Figure 6.24 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, Aged Tree motifs in the Section 6.

Section 7
成熟

The Maturity
This section is the second transition of the piece. Although the two transitions in
The Song of Trees are similar in some way—tempo, the sixteenth-notes, double-stops,
and accents—there are some important differences.
First, the second transition (Section 7) consists of the interval of the second in the
both hands and played throughout, compared with the mixture of the second and fourth
intervals in the first transition (Section 4). The latter transition is intensified through the
use of seconds to bring more dissonance, impact, tension, and density.

Figure 6.25 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, the first two measures of the Section 4.
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Figure 6.26 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, the first two measures of the Section 7.

The ending of Section 4 gets slow, softer, calms down, and has less energy. The
pitch falls and enters into the low range of the instrument, then naturally flows into the
next section. Its purpose is to be a bridge to lively youth for a troubled adolescent.

Figure 6.27 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, the ending of the Section 4.

The ending of Section 7 accumulates energy, speed, and intensity. The register is raised
one octave with an 8va mark in measure 124. Now the melody is located in the highest
register of the instrument. It gets faster and is intensified by musical signs such as poco a
poco, accel. e cresc., molto accel., and eventually, “as fast as possible” towards the end
of the section.
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Figure 6.28 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, the ending of the Section 7.

The relationship of the register of each transition is the next important point. The
beginning chords of Section 4 are E6 and B5 then D#6 and C#6, which is located in the
highest register of the instrument. In the middle of the section, the set of pitches is raised
even higher (F6, C6, Eb6 and Db6), then starts falling down to the lowest region. On the
other hand, the beginning chords of Section 7 are A5 and G5 then G#5 and F#5, which
are fifth lower. Then it is raised an octave and stays until the end of the section.
At the end of the Section 7, there is a sonic build-up utilizing repetitions in
measure 132 and 133, and the music is suddenly interrupted by breath-taking silence,
marked by a comma in measure 133.
Silence is another Japanese concept important to mention briefly. Among
Japanese musicians, silence has been considered as important as any written musical
notes. For example, Ms. Abe and I spent quite a bit of time trying out only silence until
we both were satisfied. During the tryouts, we called the silence Ma.
The Japanese word, Ma, is quite conceptual. In Japanese visual arts, the Ma is
expressed by space with natural materials, such as stones in Sekitei (stone gardens),
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plants in Ikebana (flower arrangements), and compositional idea of Ukiyoe (woodblock
printings). In the Japanese performing arts, such as Bunraku, Kabuki, and Noh, Ma is not
only expressed in literal silences, but is caused by freezing the actor’s motion, pausing
dialogue, or any other similar gestures on the stage.22
Thus, the Japanese concept of Ma is not only literally “no sounds” but also
includes of concepts of time, timing, term, interval, space, and atmosphere. Musicologist
Luciana Galliano’s observes, “Ma describes neither space nor time, but the tension in the
silence and in the space surrounding sound and objects.”23 After this Ma, the music enters
the final section.
Ms. Abe said, “もっと間をとって! motto Ma wo totte!” during the experiment
of Ma in the end of measure 133, marked as a comma (’) in Figure 6.28.24 It appears that
Ms. Abe simply asked me to keep a longer pause before to moving onto the next section.
This observation is not wrong; however, the word Ma includes more meaning and nuance.
What she meant was: the player needs to maintain all the emotion, intensity,
speed, power, tension, tempo, volume, air, color, energy, sound, atmosphere, and
acoustics to create an unaccountable space with silence. Simultaneously, the player is
required to listen to the instrument’s sounds decaying, listen to the silence created by
herself, feel the time going by, and the air flowing. Then, make calm preparatory motion

22

Kichinosuke Yamamoto, 試論：「間」について考える, January 2002, http://www5b.biglobe.ne.jp/
~kabusk/dentoh5.htm.
23

Kite, 78.

24
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towards the left end of the instrument and inhale enough air to release the whole energy
to play the next notes.
Section 8
⾃然の摂理

Providence of nature
This final section of the piece consists of five measures.

Figure 6.29 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, the Section 8.

However, the composer amazingly included all important motifs and elements discussed
previously, including the notated Ma (fermata on the double-bar line.) The first material
is the “Tree Chord.” The pitches of the chords are modified every time the chord appears.
The chords also play the theme of the composition(A-[Ab]-G-B-A) at the same time by
the highest notes and the third of the chords. In the upper staff, the four-note chords
(grouped by the sixteenth- and dotted-eighth pattern) move by the half-step motion which
is derived from the “Aged Tree” motif.
The notes in the upper staff are linearly falling down throughout the section; the
direction of the angle is downwards. According to the angle discussed earlier, this ending
implies that the mature tree turns into the old, magnificent tree. Although the form has a
falling down pattern in pitch, the volume of the music is louder and gets fuller towards
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the end. This suggests the eternity of the providence of nature and that the tale of the
magnificent tree is never-ending.
To conclude this chapter, I would like to add a few more words from Ms. Abe
talking about The Song of Tree.
８０歳、そうですね。私の世代の⽅たちはみなさんあの
世に⾏ってしまう⽅たちがほとんどで、それで⾃分⾃⾝
もやがて⾏くんであって。それだったら⽣きている⼀⽇
⼀⽇をやっぱり次の世代に伝えておきたい、⾃分の経験
と、そういう気持ちはありましたね。ですからコミッシ
ョンでブライアンからそのお話をいただいたときに、こ
ういう曲ができたんですけれども
(80 years old… yes, many of people in my generation are gone.
I know my time will come someday. That’s why I want to pass
down my experience. This is my idea I have had. When I was
offered this commission project, I wrote this piece.)25
樹⽊の⼈⽣であり、影響であり、次世代への、それはあ
るかもしれませんね、⾃分⾃⾝の⼈⽣を考えて。やっぱ
り次に伝えておきたいという。もういつ死んでもいいと
いう、そういう、それはやっぱり⾃然の掟だから。だか
らその⾃然界の掟に沿って私は、残りの⽣かされている
時間を捧げたい、そういう気持ちでした。だから最初の
節は森の優しい空気の中に、そこにバーン！っていう樹

25
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⽊のお話が始まるという。それは⼈⽣の、⾃然界の、ご
く当たり前のことなんです。なんの世界もそうです。ど
んな⼩さな⾍でも⼤きな動物でもみんなそういう⼤⾃然
の中に⽣まれて、死があって、そして受け継がれていく
という。⼈間も同じです。
([The Song of Tree is] a life of the tree, influence to the next
generation. It might be, since I think about my life. I want to
pass it down because I would be gone anytime… it's a rule of
nature. Obeying the law of nature, I want to devote my
remaining time to music. My first view was peaceful woods.
Then, the story of the tree starts with ‘Baaaaaan!’ sound as I
mentioned earlier. A tiny insect, a large animal or a human
being, it is doesn’t matter what form you are. There is birth and
death, the cycle continues to the next generation.)26

26
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CHAPTER 7
PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS: THE SONG OF TREES
Choice of Mallets
In the score, Ms. Abe recommends a specific set of mallets graded from extra soft
to medium hard: YAMAHA Keiko Abe MKA series. MKA 09 (Extra Soft), MKA 07
(Medium Soft) in the left hand and MKA 06 (Medium) and MKA 05 (Medium Hard) in
the right hand. This set of marimba mallets will produce the “Tree Chord” with clear,
heavy, resolute, and absolute sounds according to the composer.

Figure 7.1 Mallet choice for The Song of Trees

This set of the mallets worked amazingly well with the Yamaha marimbas in Ms.
Abe’s studio. Normally, mallet choice depends on the performer. A performer examines
several different pairs and picks the suitable one. The performer is required to consider
the sound first and foremost. However, there are so many the facts they need to consider
besides the sound quality: mallet and instrument manufactures, the model, condition,
mallet shaft size, mallet weight, shaft type, kind of cores, hardness, balance of the mallet,
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balance of the combination of mallets, kind of bars on the marimba, size and acoustic of
the concert hall, and so on.
A challenge for most marimba players is facility. Even if a player picks the right
mallets during practice sessions, there is no guarantee the set will work for the
performance. The player might be asked to change the set to others on the performance
day. There is no ultimate set that can cover every situation. However, Ms. Abe is closely
working with Yamaha to develop both marimbas and mallets. She also examines her
composition by performing it herself. The rigidity and reliability of her products and
suggestions are worth considering.

Grip
Before proceeding to the performance analysis, there is a note to be addressed.
The research is written and worked out by marimba players using the traditional grip. The
traditional grip is a one of several ways of holding mallets in four-mallet performance.
This is also called “cross grip” sometimes because the shafts of a pair of mallets are
crossed inside the performer’s palms. Therefore, some information may not suitable for
other grip users. The traditional grip is what Ms. Keiko Abe has used for composing and
performing her entire career. According to her, the traditional grip is the most
manageable grip to perform a variety of compositional styles, with no requirement of any
special physical features and has the lowest risk regarding a performer’s physical safety.1
Ms. Abe’s mention of the traditional grip can bring the strong sonority of the powerful
“Tree Chord” from the marimba. A performer is required to vibrate the bars in proper

1
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skill with full energy without hurting the bars, which Ms. Abe believes is accomplished
through the use of the traditional grip.
Mallet numbering
Like piano fingerings, marimba mallets are numbered from 1 to 4. The numbers
start from the lowest note to the highest (left to right).

Figure 7.2 Mallets numbering

Section 1
Before the music begins, silence is required for preparing the first contact
between mallets and the marimba. As mentioned in the previous chapter, Ma must be
significantly built up prior to the start.
To project a scene of peaceful woods, the sound needs to be round and warm, yet
with some tension. The tension drives a musical force and it brings the audience a focal
point of the view the performer, describing it with the music.
The roll of the first note G5 is played by inner mallets in the both hands. Even
though this G5 is considered in the higher register pitch and MKA 05 mallet is labeled
“medium hard,” the outer mallet (#4) is too hard for the opening note according to Ms.
Abe.
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The sound of the roll starts distantly and approaches the audience. Then the sound
starts to split by the left hand on beat three, in measure 1. It moves down one whole step
to F5, then continues E5- A4- B4 pattern. The left hand pattern needs to slightly louder
than the right hand so that the audience can hear the movement of the wind.

Figure 7.3 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, introduction, mallets assignments by Kae Reed.

The entrance of the first note (G5) needs to be as delicate as possible. The player
may move his or her wrist up a few inches and tilt mallet heads downward so the contact
with the marimba bars is by “the fluffier part of the yarn, above the normal playing
surface.”2 Dispersing the weight of the core of the mallet with fluffiness of the mallet
creates different sound textures.

Figure 7.4 Normal playing surface of a mallet head and a bar.

2

Nancy Zeltsman, Four-Mallet Marimba Playing: A Musical Approach for All Levels (Winona: Hal
Leonard Corporation, 2003), 58.
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Figure 7.5 “Fluffier part of the yarn” angled mallet.

Also, using this “raising the wrists” technique makes the amount of the pressure that the
bar receives slightly less than with ordinary sticking. It also decreases the wrists’ range of
motion. The wrists still have flexibility, but won’t be able to make a full stroke. Once the
G5 roll starts, the wrists need to come down to the usual posture so that the player can
perform normally.
To play music like The Song of Trees requires sensitive sounds at the beginning.
It is strongly suggested to consider learning about performance anxiety. Performance
anxiety often causes unexpected effects on the body. According to Justin Bunting, “A
common symptom of performance anxiety is shakiness or trembling of the fingers or
hands, which leads to loss of control of the sticks or mallets we are using.”3 This process
of planning needs to happen during practice sessions. For example, to avoid overplaying
in the beginning of the piece (caused by nervousness), practice the raising arms tactic and
imprint it into muscle memory until you are able to do it unconsciously. Then the body
can keep the sound under control in case a mental lapse occurs.

3

Bunting, Justin. "Performance Anxiety, Prevention and Acceptance." Percussive Notes 52.3 (2014): 28.
http://www.publications.pas.org/Health%20and%20Wellness/1405.28-29.pdf#search="anxiety.”
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Dynamics control is of the utmost importance. The music starts with ppp then
crescendos and decrescendos within the piano dynamic. There is a subtlety of sonority
that is necessary.
At the end of measures 3 and 8 is another place to utilize the “raise the wrists”
technique. When both hands are still rolling, a player starts “pulling” his/her wrists
upwards slowly. The motion is like picking up a very thin, sensitive, and large scarf and
slowly putting it on your head. This motion creates a dynamic change with a release of
the energy into the air. This technique creates smooth and sustained reverberation.
The rest of the introduction has a variation of the “Aged Tree” motif. It is played
by the interval fifth double-stop falling chromatically.

Figure 7.6 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, interval fifth double-stop falling pattern.

The speed of the roll increases so that the density pushes the dynamics and tempo
forward a little bit, then gradually releases the energy by slowing down to the end of the
section.
Section 2
The “Tree Chord” appears for the first time. To achieve the sudden change in the
mood and obtain maximum energy to express the magnificence of the tree, enough Ma
should be established at the end of the first movement.
The chord consumes the whole energy from the marimba player’s upper body to
deliver the impact, volume, and power towards the instrument. The grip on the mallets
needs to be firmer than with general striking; use the whole arm to add extra weight but
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still be flexible. Emphasize the moment of contact with the bars, but release the pressure
immediately with natural bounce. Playing louder does not equal playing violently.
Special care must be taken in the low register of the marimba where the bars are much
thinner than the upper register. According to Yamaha,
基本的には、⾳板の中央部を削るほど⾳は低くなります。
(Basically, pitch will be lowered by shaving the middle of
the bar deeper.)4
Thinner bars easily get damaged; most of the time marimba bars get cracked by
forceful strokes. The cracks are mostly invisible, but they run between the wood grains of
the bar and the damaged part starts rattling. Therefore, striking on the low register bars
with full energy and fast velocity is quite dangerous to the instrument, like hammering a
nail down into a piece of wood. To avoid the problem, it is recommended that players
acquire the proper striking technique prior to working on repertoire in the lower register.
Using the whole arm weight with natural rebound controlled by the player’s wrist
and arm is important. At the moment of the mallets and the keyboard make contact snap
the wrist up right away. It changes the vector of the power upwards, instead of keeping
the power downwards. The motion looks similar to touching a very hot surface
unexpectedly. This stroke type allows the marimba bars to ring with loud, deep, and
sonorous sounds, yet their powerful articulation will be heard.
Ms. Abe told me that the lowest note of the chord (E2) is the note to be
emphasized and brought up the most.

4

Yamaha Corporation,マリンバのしくみ：⾳板にもしくみがある, http://www.yamaha.com/ja/
musical_ instrument_guide/marimba/mechanism/mechanism003.html, accessed September 26, 2017.
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Figure 7.7 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, the Tree Chord

To achieve the effect, the left hand needs to be tilted with the little finger side up slightly
during the preparatory motion, to add extra distance.
Next, the “Tree Chord” is followed by a three-beat rest to the next group of the
notes. This three-beat rest is another example of Ma, but this time it needs to be counted
so that the music flows. The purpose of the rest is for regrouping and correcting the
energy released into the air by playing the “Tree Chord”—then move on.

Figure 7.8 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, measures 9-10.

However, the physical motion and gesture during the Ma needs to be subtle so the music,
silence, and air is not interrupted. This is to pay respect to the composer’s ideas of a
three-beat rest. The constant shifting of low and high registers during performing can
easily cause a mistouch. It is required to “economize” the physical motions by trying out
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the different ways of stepping. 5 Keep the torso stable and focus on the body position to
approximate the center of the leap and utilize crab walk (side steps without crossing the
legs) to reach the next body position. In Nancy Zeltsman’s book, Four-Mallet Marimba
Playing, she says “Don’t hesitate to change your body position if it will put you at a
better angle to play an awkward interval.”6
The notes in measure 10 are marked with marcato and tenuto. (Figure 7.8) As Ms.
Abe advises, “These notes are supposed to be strong so that the music has enough power
to return to the ‘Tree Chord’ every time.”7
Measures 14 and 15 are the pinnacle of the intensity that are built up by the
multiple “Tree Chord” appearances. These sextuplets could be played with rubato within
the number of beats. Ms. Abe recommended keeping the triplets after the sextuplets so
that the cohesiveness of the melody line still continues.
At measure 16, the color of the music becomes milder. Utilize the standard stroke
to sing the melody. Articulate the dead strokes using a quick and tight motion with the
left hand so that they are heard clearly. The dead strokes create a groove.

Figure 7.9 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, dead strokes indicated by X.

5

Gordon Stout, Ideo- Kinetics: A Workbook for Marimba Technique. (Asbury Park: Keyboard Percussion
Publications. n.d.), 39.
6

Zeltsman, Four- Mallet Marimba Playing, 59.

7
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The song of aged tree settles down in measure 20. To execute four diminuendos,
divide the measure into three units (two beats in each). The first two notes of the unit can
be played in the one stroke. After making the first stroke, bounce the mallets and slide
them to the second note and land with smaller bounce. This motion makes the second
note simply softer than the first one. Then the third note gets played with the bounce from
the second note, but add extra attack to articulate. Repeat three times, decreasing the
volume in each time.

Figure 7.10 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, measure 20.

The diminuendo in measure 20 suggests the magnificent tree’s song is coming to
its end. Measure 21 must be played with exactly the same quality of sound as the first
“Tree Chord” appearance in measure 9; Ms. Abe said, “Like denying the declining.” In
these measures, the dead stroke is emphasized; use extra pressure to “dampen” the sound
so that it creates the repetitive rhythmic pattern. Decrease the volume rapidly and finally
it becomes silence–Ma.
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Figure 7.11 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, dead strokes, measures 21-22.

Section 3
The section is marked “roll all notes.” To express the aged tree’s tale, these
measures (theme in right hand, “Aged Tree” motif in left hand) are played with a slower
roll. Imagine that the motion of a sound wave is slower when the pitch is low.
One of the technical challenges of this section is how to play two juxtaposed
melodies differently. The two melodies are assigned with different level of dynamics.
The line of the “Aged Tree” motif in the left hand creates a sense of a continuous threebeat cycle. On the contrary, although the phrasing of upper voice is organized as fourmeasures per phrase, the sub-phrases are unbalanced. The timing of the sub-phrases and
the three-beat cycles do not match.

Figure 7.12 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, phrasing differences in each hand, the Section 3.
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Thus, emphasizing the phrasing of the upper staff without interruption of the “Aged Tree”
motif in the bottom staff needs to be considered. My solution to this was to change the
speed of the roll. Slow down slightly in both hands at the end of the phrasing sign and
raise the right wrist until the mallet cores are away from the keyboard, while both hands
are remaining on the slightly slower roll. Immediately use the right hand to continue the
next phrase with attack achieved by raising the wrist. Then start the decrescendo in both
hands. Although the left hand is assigned to be softer than the right, the composer
demanded to hear the lowest melody line sonorously. Ms. Abe sang the section while I
performed it. Her singing voice was almost moaning, low and rich but also deep and dark.
The combined markings of marcato and tenuto are back in measure 29. Since
those marked notes contain the same set of pitches, they are played as a two-beat roll
with re-articulation on beat two.

Figure 7.13 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, marcato and tenuto notes, measure 29.

Tempo organization is important during the accelerando from measure 33 to 39.
The tempo marking prior to measure 33 is quarter note approximately 69, and the tempo
marking of measure 39 is dotted eighth note approximately 184. There is a need to plan
accordingly. When the “no roll” sign appears in beat 3 of measure 35, the tempo is
supposed to be fast enough to carry the force on without roll. If the tempo is slower than
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it should be, the music might lose its density and power. According to the recording of
the lesson, the tempo of the “no roll” marking is dotted quarter note equals 138-142.
The rhythmic patterns of measures 37 and 38 need to maintain their rhythmical
shape during the acceleration, increasing in volume and intensity.

Figure 7.14 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, the end of the Section 3.

According to Ms. Abe, there is no slowing down or pause between the end of Section 3
and the entrance to Section 4. Although she understands the tendency of this musical
style to slow down, pause then move on, “だけど私の中では 1 つなのね(however,
[these bars are felt] one in my mind)” “印象がね、1 つにしたほうが強く⼤きく感じ
る(for the impression’s sake, you can feel much larger and stronger when you play them
as one).”8
Section 4
To express the freshness of youth, this section consists of speed, power, force, and
brightness. Use the wrist and bounce to achieve this in the quick tempo. Arms and
shoulders need to be relaxed as much as possible so that the player is still able to ensure
that those notes are performed smoothly. The accent is played with a quick wrist motion
like a whip. Dynamics are important in this section and create a sense of rising/falling.

8
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Since this section’s structure is simple, it is easy to fall into flat and tasteless playing. The
player needs to keep the music intense and should stay involved musically.
The timing of poco a poco rit. e dim. happens in measure 54 instead of measure
57. The printed word is close to measure 57. In her lesson with me she sang faster when
measure 54 starts. The last 3 measures slow down considerably and diminuendo at the
same time.

Figure 7.15 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, measures 54-59.

Section 5
Section 5 is the outstanding section of The Song of Trees. The unique rhythmic
pattern misleads performers to interpret the section as active and lively. According to the
composer, it is the opposite. The composer’s compositional and musical ideas are
“marimba-personal.” The section goals are to sound vague and purposeless, but still the
theme could be heard with every note non-articulated to make a sonorous swirl. No
individual pitches are supposed to be heard; moreover, a pair of notes, notated as two-
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pitch harmonies are “ばらけちゃってもいい” which means they could be played in a
disarrayed fashion.9
To reproduce the composer’s idea, release all strength away from the upper body.
The only the parts of the body that stay strong are the little fingers to hold the mallets.
Bring the four mallets over the notated pitches and make them contact the surface of the
bars loosely, almost randomly. Then, the wrists keep the motion fluttery, similar to the
written rhythmic pattern. The composer said, “リズムは強調しなくていい (there is no
necessity to emphasize the rhythmic pattern).”10 Again, one of the goals of this section is
to make a sonorous swirl to fill the performance atmosphere.
Rhythmic materials and time signatures are not to be emphasized throughout the
section. Nothing is supposed to stand out except an accented color. In this section, the
accented note is played by a wrist snap, as sunbeams sparkle between the young leaves.
Dynamic control is another factor to consider. The overall dynamic shape is a
contour—soft, loud, and soft. There is a sub-contour within. When the layer of the
rhythmic materials and sonority thicken, dynamics also move accordingly with the
phrasing. However, because of the uniqueness of the section’s tone, adding dynamics is
considered differently. In this case, a player expands the flutter from the wrists to the
arms to crescendo without adding extra tension and power. This section needs to be
played with a faster tempo (dotted eighth note approximately 152), and cantabile.

9
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Section 6
Section 6 is also the variation of the main theme. Every downbeat plays the theme
(A-G-B-A and so on) in the low register and its echo in the high register. The presented
pattern of the first measure of the section (measure 86) is repeated twenty-two times in
the different pitches. This ascending line consists of two quasi-chromatic scales. The twolayered scales are played by alternate hands. A sticking assignment is shown below:

Figure 7.16 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, the pattern in the Section 6, sticking assignment by Kae Reed.

The sticking assignment represents R as a right hand and L as a left hand. Sometimes, a
composer or an editor of printed music attaches sticking assignments as a guide. The
Song of Trees does not include it anywhere in the printed music. Ms. Abe composed her
music by playing the instrument; she said “[in my composition] there is no nonsense
[sticking for performance].” The lowest notes (E2 and A2 in the Figure 7.16) are played
by the left hand because the notes are located the far left side of the instrument. The
second notes (D#4 and G#4) are played by the right hand since that hand just played
neighbor notes in that location. Then, continue alternate sticking afterwards. A
performance issue that can be discussed here is overlapping or crossing mallets.
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The four mallets playing within such a close area might cause overlapping or
crossing of mallets. These can put one (or two) mallet(s) in the way of the other mallet(s)
and make the performer unable to make proper strokes or cause clicking of the shafts of
the mallets. It occurs especially in a fast passage with chromatic motion. In this case,
playing the quasi chromatic scale with the four mallets, both hands maintain their
intervals in thirds and fourths. Some performers might experience the problem of the
mallets interrupting each other. However, according to Ms. Abe, double sticking is not
appropriate in this section. To discuss this issue closely, I assigned numbers on each note
in the measure 86.

Figure 7.17 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, sticking assignment by Kae Reed.

The overlapping mallets in marimba performance frequently happen when chromatic
scales are involved, especially in four mallet performances. In the view of the keyboard,
each note is located in this way.
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Figure 7.18 Labeled keyboard from R1 to L4.

This interwoven motion pattern, especially the motion from L3, R3, and L4, involves
shifting of hand positions back and forth. Below, three charts display how those mallets
overlap each other. In the display, darker mallets represent the mallets performing at the
moment and righter color mallets indicate where the next mallets go.

Figure 7.19 Mallet positions R2 and L3.
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Figure 7.20 Mallet positions L3 and R3.

Figure 7.21 Mallet positions R3 and L4.

These show the potential risk of overlapping the mallets. To avoid this, a performer
should have the appropriate manner of bounce in each stroke. Enough bounce clears up
space and the next mallets can pass the “shared space” without interruption.
The theme played by the downbeats in each measure should be with full
resonance. Use the whole left arm pliantly to create force with lightly snapped wrists to
sustain the sound.
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The rubato section starts with a tempo the performer feels appropriate. However,
there is a consideration of the music term espressivo. It suggests a certain tempo in the
rubato to make cohesiveness of the melody line and it should move the music forward.
The composer suggested I “make contour to keep the oneness of the melody.”11 The
repetitive pattern of low notes played, then running up to the high register (Figure. 8.1)
suggests a feeling of the circular motion of time. It is the cycle of nature. Thus, the whole
procedure is supposed to be an organic.
In measure 99, the volume starts increasing. The tempo is sped up in measure
102 followed by molto accelerando. in measure 107. Ms. Abe said “These notes
(measure 109 to 110) are to be played with one breath. No slowdown. Then, take huge
Ma [at the end of the measure 110].”12

Figure 7.22 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, measures 108-110.

The comma indicates Ma, performed silence; the performer needs to create enough
tension to burst into the second transition.

11

Abe, Interview.

12

Ibid.
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Section 7
This section is described as a bold, straight line, like a trunk of a tree. The driving
force represents the power of nature in the music. The section has no space for slowing
down until the comma in measure 134. Mallets are held firm and tight to hold the narrow
intervals. Arms need to be flexible and wrists need to maintain a natural rebound in order
to accent notes by a snap of the wrist.
There is a dramatic sub. pp in measure 120.

Figure 7.23 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, measures 119-121.

The previous two measures (marked fff) are repetitions. It is possible for the player to
prepare him/herself for the sudden volume change during these two measures. Changing
the volume fff to pp without losing the driving force in the fast tempo requires discipline
and control of the mallets. Focus on the volume of the first note in measure 120 and
maintain the same or less volume. A few seconds later, the music grows again to the end
of the piece.
From measure 124 to the end of 133 there is a repeated pattern of measure 124
and 125 six times. Tension, power, and volume increase as much as possible, then
perform Ma.
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Figure 7.24 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, measures 132-133.

The Ma in measure 133 is the largest of The Song of Trees. It is marked as a
comma. These “officially marked Ma” appear only twice in the piece. It suggests these
are orders to obey and execute well.
Section 8
In the final section of the piece, all notes are played with full resonance. The
“Tree Chord” gets louder and fuller every time; the two-note groups in the upper register
are also played with full intensity. The performer needs to make it clear that the two-note
groups represent the “Aged Tree” motif.
Although the tempo making of the section is quarter note approximately 84,
according to the composer, the beginning of the section could be much slower and
allargando. The important thing is to keep the feeling of the triple meter. Count with
subdivisions (sixteenth notes) and keep the subdivisions while slowing down.

Figure 7.25 Keiko Abe, The Song of Trees, the Section 8.
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The last note needs to be absolutely resolute. Prepare the whole weight of the
upper body, wait until the timing is right, then use gravity to make contact with the bars.
The motion is like dropping a heavy sandbag from the shoulder to the ground without
force. Then, immediately rebound the mallets naturally into the air, feeling Ma, and listen
until every single sound, reverb, and vibration in the air decay as the performance
finishes.
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CHAPTER 8
SUMMARY
The purpose of this lecture recital and research document is to prepare and
perform a piece entitled The Song of Trees and four other compositions by Keiko Abe.
The Song of Trees is a great example of how many messages a composer could possibly
include in a single composition. Also, the comparative study of a composer’s works from
different decades revealed the musical, emotional, and technical connections of the
compositions and the evolution of the composer’s style.
From a pedagogical point of view, this research displays how much discipline
musicians must have. There is not only practice to deal with. There are multiple levels of
process to enrich the knowledge of a piece—researching and studying related resources,
interpretation, judging or evaluating one’s own work, and reflecting on the study in the
performance.
The origin of The Song of Trees is the “Tree Chord”. The four-note chord
consists of the juxtaposition of the intervals of the fourth and the fifth. It is developed
into the other important ideas such as the theme—the interval of the fifth shifts into the
“Aged Tree” motif. Keiko Abe discovered that the intervals of the fourth and fifth ring
well on the marimba. I spotlight this compositional technique in this paper and make
comparisons with the composer’s previous works.
After my university studies, I left Japan and have been a foreign percussionist
everywhere I lived. One element presents in Abe’s music that I always struggled to
explain to Western musicians was the concept of Ma. Someone told me that her approach
to this gesture was very unique. I felt the word, “gesture” was not appropriate, but there
was no other way I could explain this. At the beginning of my research, I decided to
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mention Ma so that I would be able to contribute to the understanding and awareness of
the concept of Ma’s cultural background in music from Japan. The concept of Ma is used
not only in Keiko Abe’s music. It is found in works of many other composers: Minoru
Miki (Marimba Spiritual), Shinichiro Ikebe (The Steps of Wood), Akira Miyoshi (Ripple
for Solo Marimba), Toshi Ichiyanagi (Rhythm Gradation for Timpani), Maki Ishii (HitenSeido) and Toru Takemitsu (Rain Tree, Toward the Sea) to name a few.
During my research, I spent a significant amount of time studying Ma. I tried to
find explanations of the concept that fit with my idea from multiple dimensions. The
concept, which I was accustomed to since I was little, is quite abstract and hard to explain.
My idea of Ma is developed from Shintoism and Buddhism backgrounds, and it has been
deeply related with my personal life, not only the arts. It requires an understanding of
history, religion and sociology.
This research shows Keiko Abe’s evolution as a composer. She began composing
by obeying Western music theory in her earlier works, then leaned toward an emphasis
that she describes as “Marimba Personal,” also using her Japanese background from time
to time in her compositions. Her compositional activities are not completely isolated
from the currents of modern music history. In Section 5 of The Song of Trees, there was a
disparity between Keiko Abe’s notation and what she wanted to hear from her music. At
the end of page 42 in this paper, I included Ms. Abe’s comment regarding musical
notation: “this is the only the way I could write my idea down into the staff notes with
musical notation available today.” This comment reminds me of other unique ways of
using notation in twentieth-century music such as proportional notations (for example,
John Cage and Luciano Berio), and graphic notation (for example, Cathy Berberian and
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George Crumb). Ms. Abe lived in the same era as these composers. Linking these forms
of notation with Ms. Abe’s might be an avenue for future research.
When Keiko Abe started playing marimba, there was no original literature for the
instrument available. Surprisingly, this was only about a half century ago. She had started
commissions, worked to improve the instrument, taught, composed, and performed while
she had no promises or guarantees for the future. It was like walking into the darkness on
the rough surface of earth. Her timeless efforts made a wide, smooth road for the next
generations. Now there is an abundance of quality literature, excellent instruments,
unique mallets, and noteworthy resources available for marimbists. Moreover, with her
performances, a lot of Japanese composers and literature were introduced in the US and
Europe; for example, Miki’s Marimba Spiritual and Abe’s own Michi. Now, a lot of
younger generations are walking on the road, following her path. But the way is now
separated in so many ways. Where should we be heading? Are we in headed in the right
direction?
Ms. Abe said, “Marimba and marimba repertoire will decline... if we cannot
improve ourselves to be a real musician to reach out to the audience through music itself,
not with any other factors.” 1 She continued, “For example, if somebody was deeply
touched and moved by music when he or she attended a concert [with marimba music],
without the consciousness of what instrument was played in the concert, then the
marimba will become equal with another orchestral instrument.”2 She has had a fear in

1

Abe, Interview.

2

Keiko Abe, “マリンバへの思考“, translated by Kae Reed, typed manuscript, source obtained from
Keiko Abe, August 9, 2017.
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her mind that “…I am afraid the marimba will become an instrument unworthy of artistic
evaluation.”3 This is a very stern statement for her to make as a pioneer of the instrument.
From her experience, it was very hard to make an instrument that used to be recognized
as a folk instrument into a serious classical music instrument. Ms. Abe continues:
There is a lot of music written for the marimba today. I receive a lot of
commissioned works from other composers. However, sometimes I feel, ‘is this piece
really written for a marimba? This could be played with any other instrument.’4
The numbers of performers, instruments, and music will continue to grow;
however, if the next generations wrongly carry the torch which she is trying to pass, the
future of the marimba and its literature may turn dark again.

3

Keiko Abe, “Thoughts on Marimba translated by Motoko Kobayashi, typed manuscript, source obtained
from Keiko Abe, August 9, 2017.
4

Abe, Interview.
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